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_ii* I Reading such an ancient text, Leonardo could associate the vulture with his mother because, as an illegitimate child brought up without the father, he knew her as a virgin parent. Freud assumes that in her abandonment and loneliness, she lavished upon the child all the love that would otherwise have gone to the father; her passionate kisses stimulated Leonardo to a precocious sexuality and fixation upon herself. He remained attached thereafter to the image of his mother and could only be attracted by boys like the one she had loved. On that infantile situation depended not only Leonardo's passive homosexuality, but also the course of his artistic career, with its strange inhibitions, and the outcome of his scientific bent. His normal infantile inquisitiveness, stimulated by the absence of the father, was unconstrained by parental authority, so that his instinct of investigation could later develop freely and venture beyond the boundaries of contemporary beliefs.
It should be said that Freud regards these early experiences as a necessary but not sufficient condition of Leonardo's growth. Why there took place a partial repression together with an unusually intense sublimation of the unrepressed libido (or sexual energy) in the artistic and scientific spheres-in accordance with Freud's theory of the convertibility of psychic forces-he admits he does not know. Biological make-up determines in some individuals a reaction of strong repression; in others, sublimation. The organic bases of character lie outside the domain of psychoanalytic research. " The artistic gift and the capacity for work, being intimately bound up with sublimation, we must admit that the essence of the artistic function also remains inaccessible to psychoanalysis." When Leonardo was less than five years old, perhaps when he was three (Freud supposes) his father, who had married shortly after Leonardo's birth and had no children by this marriage, took the little boy to his home as an adopted son. The child thus enjoyed the affection of two mothers, the natural mother, Caterina, a peasant girl in the town of Vinci, and the stepmother, Albiera, the first wife of Piero da Vinci. Years later, in painting the group of Saint Anne with Mary and the infant Christ, Freud continues, Leonardo remembered his two mothers. In both versions-the cartoon in the Royal Academy in London ( fig. 1 ) and the painting in the Louvre ( fig. 2 )-Mary looks only slightly younger than her mother, contrary to the apocryphal legend according to which Anne was childless and beyond the age of bearing when, through a divine miracle, Mary was born. This image of the two young mothers of equal grace and charm was explained by Freud as an invention of Leonardo's, which only an artist with his childhood experience could have devised. The appeal of the Mona Lisa had a similar origin in Leonardo's early life, as Walter Pater had already divined. This smiling woman whose face, through Leonardo's portrait, has haunted the Western world ever since, attracted the painter precisely because she touched his childhood memory; it was after portraying Mona Lisa that he painted Saint Anne with the Virgin and infant Christ, endowing the faces of the women with the same smile. The conception of the smiling woman is itself a re-animated memory of the tenderness of his devoted mother. In the account of Leonardo, written about thirty years after the artist's death, Vasari describes as his first works some plaster sculptures of smiling women and of children. Leonardo's art begins then with the kind of image that dominates his mature years-the smiling maternal woman and her child.
Not long after Freud's first publication of his work on Leonardo, an analyst-disciple, Oskar Pfister, discerned in the painting at the Louvre the form of a vulture in the blue robe of Mary, enveloping her waist and the lower part of her body.8 The bird's head, with its marked beak, appears at the left; on the other side, the robe is prolonged like a vulture's tail, ending in the child's mouth. This discovery was accepted by Freud as an unexpected confirmation of his decipherment of the infantile memory. " The key to all of Leonardo's accomplishments and misfortunes lies hidden in the infantile fantasy about the vulture." 9
In presenting the argument, I have not achieved the persuasiveness of Freud, whose reconstruction of the artist's personality is a moving and coherent account of the psychological fortunes of a man of genius. I have omitted much of the theoretical matter on which Freud builds his interpretation. But I believe I have given the essential points of his speculation and theory, so far as they concern Leonardo's art. Freud was aware that much of his book rested on uncertain assumptions about the artist's life and that his method was risky; he was convinced, however, that with the available facts a better explanation would require the further development of psychoanalytic concepts. mouth was not a vulture, but a kite-the Italian word is "nibbio." A kite is also a rapacious bird, but no eater of carrion and looks quite different from the vulture. More important, it is not the bird represented by the Egyptians in the hieroglyph for "mother," to which folklore attributes only a female sex; nor is it the bird which is cited by the Church fathers in connection with the Virgin Birth."1 Yet although the passage concerns a kite rather than a vulture, Freud's question about the origin of Leonardo's fantasy remains. I do not propose to investigate its psychoanalytic meaning-this would be beyond my power-but something can be learned about its manifest content by ordinary textual study.
II
Re-reading the passage, it is clear to us that Leonardo was reflecting on how he came to write about the kite.12 It occurs on the back of a sheet on which he has noted various observations on the flight of birds.13 In his writings on flight several birds are mentioned, but the kite is named more often than any other; it is for Leonardo the bird in which he can best observe the natural mechanisms of flight. The movements of the tail in particular offer some hints for the design of a flying machine.
"When the kite in descending turns itself right over and pierces the air head downwards, it is forced to bend the tail as far as it can in the opposite direction to that which it desires to follow; and then again bending the tail swiftly, according to the direction in which it wishes to turn, the change in the bird's course corresponds to the turn of the tail, like the rudder of a ship which when turned turns the ship, but in the opposite direction." 14 "Many are the times when the bird beats the corner of its tail in order to steer itself, and in this action the wings are used sometimes very little, sometimes not at all." 15 " At the tail of the kite there is the stroke of the air which presses 10 Eric Maclagan, "Leonardo in the Consulting Room," Burlington Magazine, XLII (1923), 54-57.
1 Maclagan observed, too, that the entry in Leonardo's notes about the funeral of a Caterina did not concern Leonardo's mother, as Freud had thought, but more probably a servant, considering the context and the small expenditure for the burial. 12 The passage reads: " Questo scriversi distintamente del nibbio par che sia mio destino, perche nella prima ricordatione della mia infantia e' mi parea che, essendo io in culla, che un nibbio venisse a me e mi aprisse la bocca colla sua coda, e molte volte mi percuotesse con tal coda dentro alle labra." For the Italian text and the translation, see J. P. with fury closing up the void which the movement of the bird leaves of itself, and this occurs at each side of the void so created." On the same page, Leonardo writes: " We may say the same of the rudder placed behind the movement of the ship, imitated from the tails of birds; as to which experience teaches us how much more readily this small rudder is turning during the rapid movements of great ships than the whole ship itself." 16 Leonardo's idea that the kite's tail can serve as a model for a rudder, he owes to a classical author, Pliny, whom he quotes in other places. From a list of books that Leonardo jotted down in his papers, we know that he possessed the Natural History of Pliny, probably in the Italian translation.17
In his account of the kite ("milvus"), Pliny wrote: "It seems that this bird by the movements of its tail taught the art of steersmanship, nature demonstrating in the sky what was required in the deep."
18
This passage was quoted by the same Valeriano whom I have cited above on the vulture. In the chapter on the kite, in his book on emblems and symbols, we read: "The kite is the symbol of the art of steering," and, quoting Pliny: "the example of the kite taught men how to steer boats; the rudder is derived from the kite's tail." 19 According to Valeriano, the kite is an emblem for the pilot.20 Leonardo's choice of the kite as the bird of his destiny has apparently more to do with his scientific problem than Freud supposed. If in Leonardo's fantasy the kite beats its tail in the child's mouth, one may see there an allusion to the characteristic movement of the tail against the wind and the currents of air of which the breath is a counterpart.
Although hardly a complete explanation, this brings us a little closer to Leonardo's thought. Why, it will be asked, does he locate the episode in his childhood? Why the strange association of the kite with the infant's mouth?
Here again a philological approach is helpful. This fantasy about an incident of childhood as an omen of adult fortune or genius is no unique form, but an established literary pattern. Cicero, in his book On Divination, writes: "When Midas, the famous king of Phrygia, was a child, ants filled his mouth with grains of wheat as he slept. It was predicted that he would be a very wealthy man, and so it turned out." In the next line, Cicero adds: "While Plato was an infant asleep in his cradle, bees settled on his lips and this was interpreted to mean he would have a rare sweetness of speech." 21 His future eloquence was foreseen in his infancy. These texts were copied by a Roman writer, Valerius Maximus, whose treatise on heroes and exemplary individuals was one of the most widely read books in Leonardo's time. 22 What is interesting in these examples is not simply the foretelling of a child's future through a small animal, but the characteristic investment of the mouth with a symbol of that future. Pliny, for instance, writes that a "nightingale alighted on the mouth of the sleeping infant Stesichorus" who became a great lyric poet.23 According to Pausanias, " the young Pindar fell asleep in the mid-day heat. Bees flew over him and deposited wax on his lips, giving him the gift of song." 24 In all these classical legends, the omen is located in the mouth, the place of speech and more particularly of the breath or spirit. This common topos was adopted by the Christians for their own heroes. In the life of Saint Ambrose in the Golden Legend, by Jacobus Voragine (c. 1228/30-1298) a popular book during the Renaissance, we read: "While he lay asleep in his crib, a swarm of bees descended upon him, and the bees went into his mouth as into a hive, and then they flew away so high that the eye could not follow them. Then the child's father, greatly frightened, exclaimed: 'This child, if he lives, will surely be a man of great deeds.' 25 We have then a series of traditional tales, known in Leonardo's time, which resemble his memory of the kite; they foretell a hero's future from an episode of his infancy-a small creature, generally a bird or bee, alights upon the child's mouth or enters it as an omen of future greatness.
In another place in the same work on flight-a note written on the cover-Leonardo resorts to the image of a bird to express his hopes for successful flight: "The great bird [that is, his flying machine] will take its first flight upon the back of the great swan, filling the whole world with amazement and filling all records with its fame and it will 21 The story seems to combine pagan Celtic, Greek and Christian Renaissance elements. Vaughan tells it a propos the vein of inspired rhapsodic poetry called Awen by the later Welsh bards. It is a tale about inspiration, and in the discovery or awakening of the poetic gift of a poor shepherd is like the story of the herdsman Caedmon. The beautiful young man is evidently Apollo, the god of poetry, whose messenger to men is the hawk. According to the neo-Platonist, Porphyry (233-c. 304), an author read in the Renaissance, eating the heart of a hawk is the ingestion of the divine spirit and will give power of prophecy.32 Interesting for Freud's account of Leonardo is the fact that the boy is homeless and without parents, and is finally adopted. The hawk entering his mouth and touching his inward parts suggests not only the Celtic legend of the poet eating a bird that gives inspiration, but also a Renaissance theme: God as a hawk which feeds on the soul and the heart.33
All these parallels indicate the general field of ideas to which Leonardo's fantasy belongs; they do not account for the more specific features of the kite and the tail in the infant's mouth. Here the context of the notes on flight supplies, I think, the essential manifest meaning.
The psychoanalyst will ask: Though Freud was mistaken in reading " vulture " for " kite," and his evidence from Egyptian and Christian folklore concerning the vulture is irrelevant, does not the fantasy about a kite inserting its tail in the infant's mouth retain the homosexual meaning that Freud discerned and permit his inferences about Leonardo's childhood? The careful reading of Freud's book will show that he built upon the unique, legendary characteristics of the vulture a positive account of Leonardo's infancy to fill the gaps in the documents; such details as the solitude and abandonment of the mother and her passionate love of the child and even the circumstances favorable to Leonardo's fruitful sublimation to science, are constructed in part from the equivalence of the vulture and the Virgin. From his theory of the infantile origins of homosexuality, Freud could infer only that Leonardo had a fixation upon his mother, but not the specific relationships and events on which his account of Leonardo's personality and art depend. One can plausibly imagine, contrary to Freud, that from the beginning this young Italian mother was no outcast from her family, and that in the absence of the child's father her brothers and her own father assumed in the child's feelings and thoughts the role of his father. We can imagine, too, that he might have been brought up by a mother hostile to the illegitimate child whose existence disgraced her. If Caterina was already married when the boy was adopted by his natural father, we can suppose that the birth of a halfbrother changed the little Leonardo's situation in his home and made the return to his true father attractive. A recently discovered document indicates how far Freud was misled in his reconstruction. Antonio, the paternal grandfather of Leonardo, in recording the child's birth and baptism in the family diary, has named ten godparents, mostly neighbors whose presence at the ceremony strongly suggests that the child was born in the paternal home and accepted there from the beginning.34
All these possibilities were ignored by Freud because of his certitude about the vulture and its legend; this, together with the theorems of infantile sexual development and of the origins of homosexuality in the fixation upon an over-affectionate mother (Leonardo's inversion was known through a document recording his arrest at twenty-four on a charge of sodomy 35) compelled the inference that Freud presents in his book. That is why the vulture is so necessary to Freud and why the book is called: A Childhood Reminiscence of Leonardo da Vinci.
The kite is another story, and where Leonardo speaks of it as a parent, his comment is still less favorable to Freud's interpretation of the childhood memory. In a collection of fables about the passions in his Notebooks, one called " Envy " concerns the kite: " Of the kite we read that when it sees that its children are too fat, it pecks their sides out of envy and keeps them without food." 36 The kite here is not the model of the good mother who wishes to have her child her own forever; she is the opposite of the vulture which, according to a tradition (ignored by Leonardo) is the best of all mothers, protecting her young for a hundred and twenty days and scratching herself to give her blood to her young-an emblem of compassion like the pelican which symbolizes Christ's sacrifice. 37 Freud might have read the fable of Envy in the Notebooks; but the father of psychoanalysis dismissed this part of Leonardo's writings as "allegorical natural history, animal fables, jokes and prophecies, trivialities unworthy of so great a genius." 38 The fable of the kite is not an original work of Leonardo, but was probably excerpted from an older collection. A psychologist could infer from his interest in this bit of natural history that Leonardo did not forgive Caterina his illegitimacy and her willingness to abandon him to a step-mother.39
If It is true that in Freud's explanation, the originality concerns a theme rather than the invention of a form; but a later analyst, we shall see, has drawn from Freud's work a corollary about the creation of a new form as well. In the projection of the theological pattern of the Virgin upon Saint Anne, the latter acquired her daughter's virtues and powers. Trithemius described with feeling the perfect maternal tenderness and grace of Anne, which were the necessary source of the qualities of Mary. She had been chosen by God, already before the creation of the world, to be Mary's mother. Her own birth became a subject of extraordinary fantasy in the Middle Ages. In an old French poem she was said to have issued from her father Phanuel's thigh, which he touched with a knife after cutting an apple, thus causing it to conceive.59 In this strange medley of pagan and Jewish legend, Anne is born like Dionysus from a divine thigh (" Phanuel " comes from the Hebrew for " the face of God "), but is connected indirectly with the apple that occasioned original sin-Phanuel cut the apple from the tree of knowledge without eating it, just as Mary, born of a mother who was not virgin, remained untouched by original sin. By the thirteenth century, the simple people-naive, unintellectual worshippers, unconstrained by theology and science-had come to believe that Anne, too, conceived miraculously through the Holy Ghost. In the account of Mary's birth in the Golden Legend by Jacobus de Voragine, an angel tells Anne's husband, Joachim, that it often happens, when God has closed a womb, that he has done it in order to open it afterwards miraculously, so that it may be known that the child to be born is not an issue of lust; such were the miraculous births of Isaac and Joseph and Samson from old and barren mothers.60 Anne had been cursed by sterility and was childless after twenty years of marriage; her husband's offering was rejected in the temple because he had no offspring. The legend, which is based on very old apocryphal writ- The smiles of the women, which owe their charm to the infinite delicacy of Leonardo's art, are not so clear an evidence as Freud assumed of the painter's fixation upon his mother. He was aware of the weakness of his reasoning on this point and remarked in a note that "connoisseurs of art will think of the peculiar rigid smile of archaic Greek statues, e.g., those from Aegina, and will also perhaps discover something similar in the figures of Leonardo's teacher, Verrocchio, and will therefore not be inclined to follow my deductions." 70 They will not only think of Verrocchio's smiling faces, they will remember, too, that Leonardo was brought to this master as a child by his father who was a friend of the artist and that the young student collaborated with his teacher and repeated certain of Verrocchio's themes. The , 1929), fig. 131 . to obtain for her, while in Florence, a picture by Leonardo. He replied that Leonardo, a slow and unwilling artist, was unlikely to satisfy her request; but he went on to describe a work of Leonardo's that he had just seen: " a marvellous cartoon of the Christ child about a year old who, as if about to slip out of his mother's arm, grasps a lamb and seems to hold it fast. The mother, half-rising from Saint Anne's lap, is taking the child to draw it from the lamb-that sacrificial animal which signifies the passion of Christ is a lamb which has taken on the sins of the world-while Saint Anne, rising slightly from her seat, seems as if she would hold back her daughter so that she would not separate the child from the lamb; this would perhaps signify that the Church did not want to prevent the passion of Christ since mankind's fate depended upon it." 82 What the Carmelite (and no doubt other religious observers) interpreted as a theological idea, has for us today a more purely human aspect. We cannot help but see it as an image with deeper psychological meanings. What strikes us is not only the substitution of the lamb for John, but the resulting tension between the figures. In the first cartoon ( fig. 1) , a stable symmetry rules all the postures and movements; the two children are in a friendly rapport and correspond to the two women, who might be their respective mothers. The picture is a " sacred conversation " in an atmosphere of perfect harmony. In the lost Servite cartoon and in the Louvre painting which is built upon it,83 the lamb resists the Christ child who mounts it and hugs its sides with both legs. The child looks back to his mother; she restrains him, bending far forward in the effort to hold him; Anne, on whose lap the Virgin sits, looks on in smiling approval. I do not know of an earlier example of the Anna Metterza with this complex interplay of the figures or with the motif of the child and the lamb.84
In substituting a lamb for John, Leonardo has brought an ambiguity into both the theological and human meanings of the scene. The lamb is a symbol of Christ, the sacrificial host and redeemer, as the Carmelite explained; but it is also the symbol of John who foretells the coming of Christ. In mounting and hugging the lamb, the Important for this side of his art was the association with Verrocchio which I have mentioned before. Leonardo's versatility as artist and technician owes much, it has been surmised, to his early apprenticeship to Verrocchio; this master was sculptor, painter, goldsmith, architect and engineer, and at home in other crafts as well. The emulation of his teacher appears above all in Leonardo's tragic attempts to produce an equestrian statue in bronze. Verrocchio had created in the 1480s a grandiose bronze horseman, the famous Colleoni in Venice. It was a work carried out stubbornly; he had to fight the decision of the Venetians that he should make only the horse and another artist, the man. In the end Verrocchio did both. Twice in Milan Leonardo undertook to carry out gigantic equestrian monuments in bronze, one of Prince Trivulzio and the other of Duke Francesco Sforza. Only some drawings have survived; but from these we can judge Leonardo's passionate feeling for the heroic.95
In his old age, Leonardo produced furious drawings of cataclysms, overwhelming forces unleashed upon mankind, a mountain falling upon a village, the world coming to an end with enormous turbulenceworks of an impassioned, destructive imagination, employing a knowledge of science to express a titanic revulsion against humanity.96 Drawing them, he seems like the old, despairing Lear invoking the elements of the storm.
Freud has in fact remarked in Leonardo the traces of a converted sadistic impulse. A more complete psychoanalytic study of Leonardo would have to take into account two other pictures ignored by Freud. One is the Leda and the Swan (known only through copies and some original drawings) 100 which contradicts Freud's statement that Leonardo betrays an extreme repression in his total avoidance of erotic subjects.10
The other is the great unfinished Jerome in the Vatican,02 a powerful image of masculine ascetic feeling. It is not, like Botticelli's Jerome, the scholarly saint in his study, but the tormented, penitent hermit in the wilderness, beating his bared breast with a stone, while the lion before him roars with pain from the thorn in his foot.
There is in Freud's account an intimation of the masculine side of Leonardo, but he does not attempt to investigate it seriously. To explain why his art is so uneven and why he cannot finish his work, Freud points to the relations with his father. Since Leonardo identified with him at a certain age, he had to treat his own children-his paintings and sculptures-as his father had treated him, by abandoning his work.103 This analogy will convince few readers. However, Freud observes too that in identifying with his father, the young Leonardo strove to copy and excel him; he passed then through a period of intense creativeness which was renewed later when he enjoyed the support of a substitute father, his patron Sforza, the Duke of Milan. His great works were produced in those two periods of fatherly attachment. But since his sublimation to art, the argument continues, was unaccompanied by real sexual activity, which is the pattern of all creativeness, Leonardo could not sustain his work for long.104 In the late 1490's and towards 1500, it deteriorates more and more.
At the age of fifty, through some obscure biological process, there takes place, according to Freud, a reactivation of the erotic energies. In Leonardo, this change coincided with his meeting with Mona Lisa whose personality, concentrated outwardly in her smile, revived the artist's childhood memories. Through the re-erotizing of his imagination, he was again able to produce masterpieces. But since he was still sexually repressed, and had lost the support of both the Duke and his father (who died in 1504), the reawakening was short-lived. He turned to science, an interest compatible with sexual repression and depending on a sublimation that belongs to an earlier period of infancy than the sublimation to art.106 102 More than once in his study of Leonardo, Freud has warned the reader that psychoanalysis does not pretend to explain genius or the grounds of excellence in art. But he believed, as he said elsewhere, that psychoanalysis "could reveal the factors which awaken genius and the sort of subject-matter it is fated to choose." 107 He cannot assert this, however, without risking some judgments about the quality of single works of art, apart from the accepted estimations of the artist as a whole. For how can he speak otherwise of the early experiences as factors that facilitate or block the action of an organically rooted power? To construct his picture of Leonardo's spiritual fortunes, Freud, we have seen, must become a critic of art and commit himself to judgments about the better and worse in the painter's career, his good and bad periods, and he must venture, too, some opinions about the dates of works which professional historians were still unable to decide.l08
From all this the reader can judge the difficulties of a psychoanalytic approach to an artist, which seeks to explain the content of his art, his qualities of style, and the vicissitudes of his work, as well as to infer from the paintings the personality and early life of the artist. Nevertheless, Freud was able, thanks to his theory and method, and perhaps even more to his deep sympathy for the tragic and problematic in Leonardo, to pose altogether new and important questions about his personality, questions which were unsuspected by earlier writers and to which no better answers than Freud's have yet been given.
I believe this study of Freud's book points to weaknesses which will be found in other works by psychoanalysts in the cultural fields: the habit of building explanations of complex phenomena on a single datum and the too little attention given to history and the social situation in dealing with individuals and even with the origin of customs, beliefs, and institutions.
In appealing so often to history in this paper, I do not mean to oppose historical or sociological explanations to psychological ones. 
